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Digital storytelling using co-production with vulnerable young people  
Abstract 
Summary  
The importance of listening to young people is enshrined in legislative and 
SROLF\IUDPHZRUNVDQGLVLQWHJUDOWRDFKLOGUHQ¶V rights agenda. However, social 
work has often struggled to give a voice to vulnerable young people, especially 
when their views conflict with adult perspectives. This project pioneers the use 
of digital storytelling using a co-productive approach to address an ongoing 
deficit in the way accommodated young people express their views at key 
decision making forums. A four-day residential retreat was used as the venue 
for co-FRQVWUXFWLQJDGLJLWDOVWRU\DQGFROOHFWLQJGDWDDERXW\RXQJSHRSOH¶V
experiences of the process. Thematic analysis was used to identify key themes 
HPHUJLQJIURPSDUWLFLSDQWV¶DFFRXQWVRIWKHLUH[SHULHQFHV 
 
Findings 
The findings suggest that child care meetings should be re-conceptualized as a 
process in which young people undertake the role of educator, rather than their 
current positioning as passive information giver. The shift from a passive 
provider of information to educator is theorised by linking the concepts of 
scaffolding and Zone of Proximal Development to co-production.  
 
Applications 
This study expands current conceptualisations of coproduction as an approach 
to digital storytelling that holds transformative potential for genuine inclusion of 
FKLOGUHQ¶VYRLFHVLQGHFLVLRQ-making forums. Whilst the study focused on 
accommodated young people, the findings are relevant to other service user 
groups. New technology presents exciting opportunities for practitioners and 
policy makers to involve those most excluded in society, and at a time when key 
decisions are made about their lives. 
Keywords: Social work, children, children's panel, children's rights, 
empowerment, narrative approaches  
 
Introduction 
,UUHVSHFWLYHRIDFRXQWU\¶VFKLOGZHOIDUHV\VWHPDQGUHODWHGSROLF\DQGOHJDO
frameworks, the importance of listening to young people is recognized 
internationally as an integral dimension of social work practice. The voice of 
service users in social work practice and in social work research was initially 
GHYHORSHGLQWKH¶VHJ0D\HUDQG7LPPDQGEXUJHRQHGLQWKH
¶VVHH&RUGHQDQG3UHVWRQ-Shoot 1987). Nellis (2002) identifies three 
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strands to this emergent tradition of listening to the views of service users in 
social work: as source material for professional diagnosis; as consumer 
feedback on service provision; and as a means of empowering those whose 
voices have heretofore remained unheard. This project aligns with the latter 
tradition and explores the extent to which a co-productive approach to digital 
storytelling might better assist young people to express their views at child care 
meetings, with a view to contribute to ways of supporting children in all key 
decision-making forums internationally.  
Campbell and Vanderhaven (2016) argue that co-production has the potential to 
enable closer working relationships between academics and non-academics 
when the coproduced knowledge is intended for both academia and wider 
public benefit. This is not to suggest that coproduction is the only approach; 
however, the authors believed, at least intuitively, that it might be a good fit 
with the participatory potential of storytelling. Thus, the sample size of the 
project was small in order to ensure sufficient support for a group of vulnerable 
young people whilst exploring new ways of hearing their voices. While this 
precluded the generalisation of findings in relation to other young people or 
different service user groups, the study instead offered a basis for professional 
dialogue, practice development and further research.  It is towards these ends 
that this article is offered.  
What is absent from discussions about listening to young people is the 
effectiveness of their participation with adults in building capacity in the 
process leading up to the decision making forums. The project is interested in 
the way young people are heard (or not heard) in formal meetings, which can 
include highly emotive issues, tensions and conflict between the young person, 
family, social worker and other relevant professionals. The originality of this 
study is in applying a co-productive approach to digital storytelling in order to 
illuminate the learning and collaboration between young people and adults on a 
key area of social work practice. 
 
Decision making forums and accommodated young people 
Regardless RIDFRXQWU\¶VGHFLVLRQPDNLQJIRUXPVUHODWHGSROLF\DQGOHJDO
frameworks, the importance of listening to young people is recognised 
internationally as an integral dimension of child welfare. Article 12 of the 
8QLWHG1DWLRQ¶V&RQYHQWLRQRQWKH5LJKWVRIWKH&KLOG81&5&VWDWHVWKDW
children have the right for their opinions to be taken into account when adults 
are making decisions that affect them. Young people who are accommodated 
away from their families of origin are amongst the most vulnerable individuals 
in society and have often experienced emotional and physical neglect, abuse, 
rejection and trauma (Audit Scotland, 2010). These experiences can diminish 
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trust in adults and interfere with an ability to express their views. Children not 
being heard, whether because of absence from meetings or an inability to fully 
articulate their opinions in those meetings, compromise our compliance with a 
FKLOGUHQ¶VULJKWVDJHQGDThis serves to further exacerbate the already existing 
tensions related to power and control within relationships between children and 
professionals. Children frequently come into these relationships having already 
experienced adult misuse of power, and as will be illustrated further, continue to 
experience disempowerment and alienation once they enter the care system.  At 
the same time and often despite the best efforts and intentions of those involved, 
professionals are frequently required to make decisions that are deeply contrary 
to FKLOGUHQ¶VZLVKHVWhile these tensions are inevitable, the processes through 
which adults and children navigate them are not ± particularly, in the context of 
facilitating more meaningful participation in decision-making forums. 
 
:LWKLQD6FRWWLVKFRQWH[WWKH&KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJV\VWHPLVRIWHQFRQVLGHUHG
one of the more progressive decision making forums for vulnerable children. 
Prior to the hearing, the young person is asked to fill in a short form stating their 
views. The value of this approach, however, is questionable. A study by 
ScotCen Social Research (2014) highlighted an ongoing failure of the system to 
DVFHUWDLQ\RXQJSHRSOH¶VYLHws and the written forms were rarely received or 
completed by young people. Such difficulties have been evident across social 
VHUYLFHVLQ%ULWDLQHJ(OOLV&RQFHUQVDERXWWKHODFNRIFKLOGUHQ¶VYRLFH
and the tensions inherent in meaningful participation extends beyond both social 
services and Britain (Appell, 2006; Hogeveen, 2006; Smith, Taylor, and Tapp, 
2003; Taft, 2015). 81,&()¶V2QH0LQXWHV-USURMHFWRQHRIWKHODUJHVW
initiatives to use digital media to empower the voices of young people in 
counties across Europe, Africa, The Middle East, Asia and North America, is an 
excellent example that exemplifies the wide geographical and contextual range 
of concern. Addressing such concerns in an attempt to strengthen the voice of 
young people in contemporary social work organisations is, however, less than 
straightforward. 
 
The increasing standardized and bureaucratic practices that shape many features 
of child care social work in Britain (e.g. Broadhurst et al., 2010) can 
marginalize the voice of children. The organization, scheduling and format of 
formal child care meetings is a product of standardized and procedural working 
practices, over which young people have little or no control. Even with the 
provision of support (e.g. advocacy services), it can be difficult for young 
people to speak at or even attend child care meetings. Asking accommodated 
young people to complete a written form prior to an important meeting might 
therefore, be more of a bureaucratic imperative than a genuine attempt to hear 
their voice. Lundy (2007) is critical of tokenistic practices and policies intended 
to give voice to young people and identifies three related, longstanding barriers: 
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DGXOWVFHSWLFLVPRI\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFDSDFLW\WKHIHDUWKDWLQFUHDVLQJFKLOGUHQ¶V
control will undermine adult authority; and, the processes necessary in giving 
children a meaningful voice detracts effort and attention from the task of 
educating children. The presence of one of more barriers can leave 
accommodated young people more isolated, less valued and with a further 
diminished sense of agency in their present and future.  
 
 
Digital Storytelling 
Digital storytelling combines one of the oldest methods of sharing experiences 
with the most recent advances in technology. µ6WRU\WHOOLQJLVthe individual 
account of an event to create a memorable picture in the mind of the listener¶ 
(Kirkpatrick et al., 2007 p. 38). Digital storytelling is a recorded account of an 
individual or group experience using, for example, video, photographs, music 
and text. The therapeutic aspect of storytelling is well documented and has been 
used across a range of settings with service users and professionals (see edited 
text by Cox and Albert, 2003). Similarly, storytelling can be particularly 
beneficial in giving a voice to marginalized individuals and groups where a 
µFRXQWHUQDUUDWLYH¶FDQFKDOOHQJHVWHUHRW\SHVWKDWH[LVWZLWKLQWKHGRPLQDQW
group (Kerstetter, 2015). Storytelling has also been effective in helping 
individuals to reorganise personal thoughts and self-evaluations. For example, a 
study of parents by To et al (2014) found that the sharing of stories is 
empowering and helps to re-affirm the necessary commitment and strength to 
overcome difficult experiences.  
Although there are benefits from the process of constructing and telling a story, 
the actual impact on social work practice is less clear. A review by Drum (2013, 
p. 3) highlights the value and potential of storytelling for social work, but notes 
WKDWµWKHre is less documented evaluation of how storytelling impacts on practice 
DQGWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶$UHFHQWVWXG\RIVRFLDOZRUNVWXGHQWVE\5RHWVHWDO
(2016) concluded that making report writing on child protection issues more 
DERXWµVWRU\WHOOLQJ¶WKDQµWUXWh-WHOOLQJ¶ZRXOGVHUYHWRHQKDQFHVWXGHQWV¶
reflexivity, interpretations and perceptions of complex situations. Establishing a 
link between student learning and storytelling is important; the influence on 
practice, however, is unknown. Similarly, storytelling might have an 
entertaining and therapeutic benefit for some accommodated young people, but 
it is less clear how it might influence essential life choices or strengthen 
experiences of agency when key decisions are made about their lives. Within a 
social work context Lenette et al. (2105, p. 998) believe: 
 the process of DST [Digital Storytelling] is precisely why it constitutes a 
 good fit with participatory approaches in social work practice: the 
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 dialogic, iterative nature of the DST process is as critical to the narrative 
 QDWXUHRI'67DVWKHµILQDOSURGXFW¶ 
7KHUHOHYDQFHRIGLJLWDOVWRU\WHOOLQJH[WHQGVEH\RQGZHDOWK\RUµGHYHORSHG
FRXQWULHV¶$VZLOOEHGLVFXVVHGLQWKHILQGLQJVVHFWLRQ below, the young people 
in this study strongly preferred the use of smart phones or tablets over other 
technologies. In 2013 the International Telecommunications Union (2013, p.19) 
UHIHUUHGWRWKHµXELTXLWRXVDYDLODELOLW\RIPRELOH-SKRQHVHUYLFHV¶ globally, while 
also highlighting the significant challenges of identifying those people without 
access. Their 2017 report estimates close to 100 mobile-cellular telephone 
subscriptions per 100 inhabitants in developing countries and 70 subscriptions 
per 100 inhabitants in least developed countries (International 
Telecommunications Union, 2017).  This is not to say that all children or even 
households have access to mobile phones, but that access globally to them is 
steadily rising. 
By focussing on the process of storytelling, its potential impact on practice 
might be better understood. The importance of process and participation in 
storytelling influenced the decision to use a co-productive approach. It was 
hoped that a co-productive approach would provide an insight into: the way in 
which young people create meaning from the interactions with each other; the 
learning that occurs from constructing the digital story; and, the nature of 
collaboration among young people and adults. 
Despite the increasing interest in co-production across the social services in 
Britain and internationally (Bovaird and Loeffler, 2013), there is debate about 
its meaning and extent to which is represents something new and original, or 
how the process actually improves outcomes. Whilst recognizing the potential 
benefits of co-production in health and social care, Realpe and Wallace (2010, 
SFODLPµNot only is there the difficulty of clearly showing the connection 
between the communication and a specific outcome but there are also limited 
tools to meDVXUHWKLVFRQQHFWLRQ¶ Identifying distinct similarities and 
differences between, for example, peer learning and co-production within a 
group of young people and the role of adults in providing and supporting 
leadership is further complicated with service users who are often dis-
empowered. Weaver (2011) highlights the complexities of service user 
influence on service provision when control is a fundamentally defining 
characteristic of, in the case of her argument, criminal justice social work. 
Insofar as young people in alternative care are so often involuntarily removed 
from their families of origin, there are similar complexities in terms of power 
and control. Experiences of abuse, neglect, chronic stress and other forms of 
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trauma, and related interruptions to their cognitive, emotional and social 
development (Barton et al., 2012) pose further, significant considerations that 
must be addressed for young people to meaningfully participate in a co-
production process. Campbell and Vanderhaven (2016) list a range of 
challenges to co-production, including time constraints, organisational barriers, 
ethical matters, financial implications and non-standardised working practices, 
however, developmental considerations such as the impact of adversity on co-
SURGXFHUV¶capacity to meaningfully participate were lacking. Despite such 
complexities '¶&UX]DQG Gillingham (2017) argue that social work must strive 
to be inclusive of participatory approaches with service users whilst critically 
examining the impact on practice. This study illuminates these vital 
considerations by using a co-productive approach to digital storytelling. 
 
Methodology 
Unlike more traditional research with a focus on precise research questions and 
methodology, the emphasis of co-production is on supporting the skills and 
capabilities of those involved. Mutual learning is, from this perspective, integral 
to the process and outcome of any co-production. Co-production, according to 
Campbell and Vanderhaven (2016, p11/12) is: 
 
 closely associated with, and builds on, traditions of participatory 
 action research and co-RSHUDWLYHLQTXLU\«DVVXPHVPXWXDOUHVSHFWQR
 hierarchy of knowledge forms, fluid and permeable disciplinary and 
 professional boundaries, and a normative concern with action, not 
 simply a focus on systematic analysis. 
 
In an attempt to have findings with academic value and public benefit, 
especially in relation to enhancing the voice of young people in decision making 
forums, co-production was used as a method of developing a prototype for 
preparing and presenting young SHRSOH¶VYLHZV7KURXJKWKLVSURFHVVDIRFXV
emerged around finding a possible solution to a specific problem identified by 
the young people; one typically addressed in these decision-making forums but 
often without the input of the relevant young person. The research questions 
were as follows. 
 
1. Does a co-productive approach to storytelling enable young people and 
adults to collaborate in the creation of new knowledge? 
2. How do adults guide and support a collaborative learning process without 
unduly influencLQJ\RXQJSHRSOH¶VFRQWULEXWLRQWRWKHGLJLWDOVWRU\ 
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Bovaird (2007) describes a fully co-production approach in which tasks of 
planning, designing and delivering services are shared by service users and 
professionals. These ideas influenced the design and structure of the current 
project. Rather than planning timetables or working formats, the adults brought 
a range of possible activities and resources and all planning and decision-
making was done collaboratively with the young people. The only specification 
(agreed as part of being involved in the project) was that the young people were 
to create at least one digital story by the end of the retreat and that the adults 
would be available to support this goal. Guidance focussed on helping the 
young people to explore their ideas and associated activities without the adults 
knowingly or intentionally imposing their views about the perceived problem or 
solution. Direct technical support was given in editing the video, although all of 
the decisions about content and format remained with the young people. There 
are hierarchies of power and knowledge within any group and scope exists for 
subtle and unintended guidance to occur. Nevertheless, the intention was to 
create a safe space where differences between the young people were negotiated 
without influence from adults. This form of collaboration means that priorities, 
schedules, abilities and interactions between the young people and adults is 
unique; hence replicating this project with other groups might give different 
findings. The young people volunteered to join the project following a request 
by the researchers to an advocacy and support service. Six young people 
showed an interest in the project, however, one was unable to attend the retreat. 
 
A four-day residential retreat was used as the venue for constructing a digital 
VWRU\DQGFROOHFWLQJGDWDDERXW\RXQJSHRSOH¶VH[SHULHQFHVRIWKHSURFHVV 
The decision to opt for a residential retreat rather than, for example, meeting 
with young people on a weekly basis over a longer period, was that it provided a 
short and intensive period where adults and young people could work co-
productively to explore optimal ways of expressing their view at their child care 
meetings. The residential aspect also allowed for a more rapid development of 
relationships by working together on the task, sharing meals and participating in 
recreational activities. It was hoped that time shared in this way would enhance 
opportunities for mutual learning as well as allowing for flexibility in achieving 
the goals.  
Five young people and four adults attended the retreat. The young people were 
between 16 and 17 years of age, with four females and one male in the group. 
All of the children in the project were white and experienced a range of poverty, 
disadvantage and exclusion typical of the wider looked after population in the 
UK. The adverse experiences of the young people in the project included 
cognitive impairments, low educational attainment, unemployment, 
homelessness and experience of foster care, residential care and secure care. 
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They had no previous experience of using technical and video equipment, 
although all of the young people were avid users of mobile phones, primarily in 
relation to accessing social media. The adults were comprised of: the two 
researchers leading the project who are employed as university lecturers in a 
school of social work and social policy; a storyteller who is also a qualified 
social worker; and an information technology expert. A panel member from 
6FRWODQG¶V&KLOGUHQ¶V+HDULQJ6\VWHPFDPHRQWKHDIWHUQRRQRIWKHODVWGD\WR
participate in a mock hearing in which the digital story was presented. All of the 
adults had professional experience working with vulnerable young people. The 
young people were recruited by an advocacy organisation and were informed 
about the purpose of the project. The adults and young people were white and 
had English as a first language.  
The young people and adults were interviewed about their experiences of 
constructing the digital story. A semi-structured interview, devised by the 
researchers, was used in order to elicit specific information whilst allowing 
interviewees to generate additional information which they considered 
important. A focus group interview was also carried out which involved all the 
young people and adults. Interviews and the focus group were audio recorded, 
recordings transcribed verbatim, and a thematic analysis (Denscombe, 2010) 
ZDVHPSOR\HGWRLGHQWLI\NH\WKHPHVHPHUJLQJIURPSDUWLFLSDQWV¶DFFRXQWVRI
their experiences.  
Ethical issues in relation to digital recording and storytelling were discussed 
with the young people. Particular attention was given to ensuring confidentiality 
in the design and storage of a digital story, as well as ensuring written consent 
from young people and parents/carers. The project adhered to internationally 
accepted ethical guidelines and was approved via the University of 
SWUDWKFO\GH¶V ethics committee. Pseudonyms have been used throughout.  
 
Findings 
The findings show that the process of co-production shaped the outcome, which 
in the case of this project was a story constructed by all of the young people. In 
order to convey what was actually co-produced (i.e. the digital story), a 
description and analysis of the story construction, digital features and the 
component parts is provided. This is followed by an analysis of the co-
productive process and discernible outcomes of the process. 
The digital story 
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The young people created a video about a fictional, 14-year-old female 
FKDUDFWHUµ$EELH¶$EELH¶VVWRU\ZDVEDVHGRQDUDQJHRIOLIHH[SHULHQFHVRIWKH
\RXQJSHRSOHDQGRQHRIWKH\RXQJZRPHQµSOD\HG¶WKHUROHRI$EELHLQVRPH 
RIWKHGLIIHUHQWµVFHQHV¶LQWKHGLJLWDOVWRU\8VHRIDILFWLRQDOFKDUDFWHUHQDEOHG
the young people to practise the storytelling and begin by sharing smaller pieces 
of personal information. Focussing on Abbie encouraged self-reflection where 
young people were able to project their experiences onto this character: 
 I kind of became Abbie, which was kind of weird.  I remembered 
 WKLQNLQJDERXWKHUVWRU\DQGWKLQNLQJµZKDWZRXOGVKHVD\DWWKLV
 SRLQWKRZGLGVKHIHHODWWKLVSRLQW"¶WKDWVRUWRIVWXIIThat was quite 
 helpful as well (Kristina, young person). 
This outcome indicates that using a proxy character might be a useful starting 
point for some young people to practise sharing feelings and past experiences 
before constructing their own story. This would allow for a greater sense of 
control over a self-disclosure and feelings of vulnerability. There were five 
discrete parts to the story, which had a total duration of 5 minutes and 37 
seconds (5:37). An analysis of each part serves to illustrate the content and 
structure of the story. 
Setting the context: 7KHPDLQLVVXHVDIIHFWLQJ$EELH¶VOLIHDUHSUHVHQWHG
using drawings (e.g. school, bedroom, family) and a synchronised voiceover. 
Greater emphasis was given to context (e.g. life in the residential home, family 
relationships, hobbies and even carefully chosen background music). For the 
young people, being able to set a context appeared to be an important part of 
providing an account that could serve to challenge stereotypes about young 
people in the care system. 
Examining a dilemma: Limited contact with family and boyfriend has created a 
dilemma for Abbie and is the main focus (1:07) of the story. This is portrayed 
by Abbie conveying a rather hurt, vulnerable and moody teenager through her 
body-language, with a concurrent voiceover that offers an insightful and 
confident account of personal experiences.  
Dealing with emotions: A black screen is used (0:44) where individual words 
(e.g. anxiety, frustrated, disempowered, freedom, risk) appear in different 
colours, emerging in synch with the voiceover. There are twelve words in total 
DQGDYRLFHRYHUJLYHVDQDUUDWLYHRI$EELH¶VHPRWLRQVDQGIHHOLQJVDQGKRZWKH
existing arrangement for contact are not meeting her needs.  
A conversation: A conversation (1:45) between Abbie and a residential worker 
(role played by another young person) takes place in which Abbie explains how 
she might cope with potential scenarios and options relating to contact. This 
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allows her to demonstrate a personal assessment of risk and strengthen the case 
for her proposal in relation to contact. 
Recommendation: A recommendation is given by Abbie, using drawings 
sketched on a tablet coinciding with a voiceover, in relation to contact (:25).  
 
Process of co-production  
The discrete parts of the digital story emerged from the co-productive process, 
which unfolded in the following stages: problem exploration, experimentation, 
story construction and formal data collection. Aside from formal data collection, 
these stages did not occur linearly and the group oscillated between the other 
three throughout the process.  
Problem exploration revolved around young people agreeing that they did not 
feel heard and were seldom asked about their feelings and emotions in 
FKLOGUHQ¶VKHDULQJV7KHGLVFussion focussed on trying to agree on the precise 
nature of the problem and possible solutions. This was what young people 
seemed to want to focus on, and there appeared a strong need to feel heard 
about not feeling heard before they were ready to work on a digital story. This 
interaction between young people suggests that their empowerment is essential 
to the activity of story construction. Importantly, the exploration of specific 
views about which the young people did not feel heard enabled the 
identification of a central dilemma (i.e. family contact) which subsequently 
became the organising focus of their digital story. 
The co-productive process was challenging both for adults and young people 
during this phase, with an apparent difficulty envisioning what a digital story 
might look like (i.e. content and structure of a story) and how a non-directive 
approach could be used to address the problems. This was experienced by 
\RXQJSHRSOHDVODFNLQJGLUHFWLRQDQGDµVWUXJJOH¶ZKLFKZDVYHU\µIUXVWUDWLQJ¶ 
 It ZDVFRQIXVLQJQRRQHKDVHYHUGRQHLWEHIRUHDQG\RXGLGQ¶WNQRZ
 KRZWRZRUN¶)LRQD\RXQJSHUVRQ 
There were periods where everyone struggled with the groundlessness of the 
unknown. Young people sometimes appeared to experience a sense of paralysis, 
with adults also floundering as they resisted the temptation to take charge. 
Essentially, the adults were uncertain about achieving the most suitable levels of 
guidance and support which would allow for collaboration and participatory 
learning, rather than a dominance or undue influence of an adult perspective. 
Whilst the ideas of co-production had been explained to the young people 
previously and at the beginning of the retreat, it perhaps had to be experienced 
before it became more meaningful for young people and adults, who were 
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inexperienced with the approach. It is from this point of shared experience in 
unfamiliar roles that potential solutions or alternatives to current ways of 
working were explored in relation to digital storytelling. 
Experimentation with different technology, software and story content was an 
integral part of the co-productive process. The young people were introduced to 
storytelling and listened to several stories each day (relayed by the professional 
storyteller). Smart phones and tablets were preferred over other equipment (e.g. 
cameras, video recorders) mainly because young people were most familiar 
with this type of technology. This was a particularly frustrating phase as the 
\RXQJSHRSOHRIWHQDVVXPHGWKHDGXOWVNQHZWKHµDQVZHU¶.  Emphasising the 
collaborative nature of learning rather than offering an adult solution or answer 
is necessary if new learning is to occur. Despite the anxieties and frustrations, 
by the end the young people also appeared to enjoy the co-productive approach 
and its impact: 
I think it makes you a stronger person (Samantha, young person). 
Co-production enabled a mutuality of respect that allowed for individuals to 
work alone and together within the group:  
«ZKDWZHQWZHOOZDVDOOWKH\RXQJSHRSOHJRWRQso that helped. It was 
good to go and do things individually and then come back with our own 
ideas and it was good that we had different ideas and it still flowed as a 
story. It was quite good (Kristina, young person). 
Adults supported exploratory dialogue and struggled to resist the temptation to 
give explicit direction to the young people. Of course, more subtle or 
unintentional direction might have been given and this reflects some of the 
tensions inherent in co-production, especially when there are no prescriptively 
defined outcomes, either amongst young people or between young people and 
adults. Despite the frustrations and uncertainties, all of the young people 
reported enjoying the experience of creating the digital story: 
,GLGQ¶WNQRZZKDWWRH[SHFW and I had no idea what I was doing. It was 
PRUHIXQWKDQH[SHFWHG,GLGQ¶WWKLQNLWZDVJRLQJWREHERULQJEXWLW
was such a good way to do it (Kristina, young person). 
Allowing young people to experiment is likely to align with greater creativity, 
yet there may be a period in co-productive processes where they want more 
direction from adults. Determining whether and how much direction is 
necessary or counter-productive will shape the control that young people have 
over peer learning. 
Story construction involved personal information reframed in terms of a 
dilemma rather than a problem. When listening to the storyteller, it was often 
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WKHGLOHPPDVLQVWRULHVWKDWKHOG\RXQJSHRSOH¶VLQWHUHVWDQGHOLFLWHGWKHLU
views. The dilemma might, therefore, provide a useful link between storytelling 
and practice. The incorporation of a dilemma ± even framing it as such ± 
provides an important platform for young people to demonstrate their reasoning 
for their preferred course of action. This provides adults not only with 
LQIRUPDWLRQDERXWWKH\RXQJSHUVRQ¶VYLHZVEXWDOVRWKHLUFRJQLWLYHIXQFWLRQLQJ
and social competencies. This information is enhanced when the audience can 
see the young person: 
 «WU\LQJWRJHWVHQVHRIVRPHERG\IURPUHSRUWVZULWWHQRQSDSHULV
 very two dimensional, whereas the digital story telling could be three 
 GLPHQVLRQDO«<RXGRQ¶WZDQWORDGVEXWHYHQVHHLQJWKHPRQWKH
 digital piece. They might smile, but if they sit in a Review [child care 
 meeting], they may feel really intimidated and never smile. Just 
 something as simple as that gives you a different view of them. (Tracy, 
 adult) 
Using a dilemma as the focus of information sharing can reposition young 
people as active participants possessing agency, creativity and insight rather 
than the SDVVLYHVXEMHFWRIRWKHUV¶SURQRXQFHPHQWVRIWHQRIWKHLUSUREOHPVDQG
deficits). 
Formal data collection RISDUWLFLSDQWV¶H[SHULHQFHVRIWKHRYHUDOOSURMHFWZDV
important both for understanding the co-productive process as well as what was 
produced, the output (the story) and the outcomes (discussed below). Whilst the 
project was predicated upon the principles of co-production, the more formal 
data collection process at the end was not. The researchers interviewed the 
young people and adults about their experiences of creating and delivering the 
digital story, using an interview schedule designed prior to the residential retreat 
commencing. This study limitation was mainly due to time constraints and a 
regrettable lack of foresight by the researchers.  
 
Outcomes: deconstruction and making connections 
Co-producing a digital story enabled the young people to make connections 
with individual life events, which is important if they are to prepare effectively 
for a formal meeting. The most obvious connections occurred between the 
young people in terms of how to approach the task. That young people chose to 
work together to create a single story, rather than work alone with their own 
individual stories, shows the value attributed to peer learning when dealing with 
personal and sensitive issues. Conditions that allow peer learning and support to 
flourish were welcomed:  
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 I thought it was going to be staff sitting with you all the time and that is 
 not what happened. Staff took a step back ...  it has been quite good the 
 way you have done it (Samantha, young person). 
The support and guidance from adults varied and was dependent on the different 
capacities of group members, as well as fluctuations in group functioning.  
Engaging young people in a co-productive process was effective because they 
enjoyed storytelling and were interested in co-creating a story as a means of 
conveying personal information. The young people reported that the most 
enjoyable aspect of the project was listening to the storyteller, especially the 
emotive nature of the stories and potential for reflection. 
 I think it was because she was so good at it and goes deep right into it. It 
 PDNHV\RXWKLQNDERXWDORWRIWKLQJVLW¶VYHU\WRXFKLQJ6DPDQWKD
 young person). 
On a tacit level, the young people and adults were all experiencing the power of 
stories and the importance of language to capture attention and sustain interest. 
Whilst it was a relatively passive experience, it enabled the young people to 
UHFRJQLVHKRZVWRU\WHOOLQJPLJKWJLYHDVLPLODUH[SHULHQFHWRµWKHLU¶DXGLHQFHDW
a formal meeting. Importantly, the value of storytelling in terms of structure and 
purpose for sharing information at formal meetings was recognised by some of 
the young people. 
When we hear a story you need structure, you need a beginning, a middle 
DQGDQHQG«EXWZLWKRXUVWRU\ZHGRQ¶WUHDOO\KDYHDQHQG,QDZD\
the HQGLVWKHSDQHO>DGXOWV@«LWLVXVVKRZLQJDQGJLYLQJWKHPRXUVWRU\
and they have got to finish it in a way (Kristina, young person). 
Storytelling provided a framework which created opportunities for young 
people to make connections between past, present and future life experiences as 
well as shaping the content, structure and presentation of information to 
construct a personal story.   
The ability to separate the visual and auditory features of the video, and to 
rehearse and edit each section allowed for a complex task to be deconstructed. 
Young people were self-conscious about speaking directly to the camera, and 
they did not like having to memorise what to say or read from cue cards. These 
problems were easily overcome with the use of visual aids (e.g. prompt-sheets 
behind the camera, words appearing on screen and digital drawings using a 
tablet). 7KHYRLFHRYHUHQDEOHGLQIRUPDWLRQWREHUHDGYHUEDWLPµRIIFDPHUD¶DQG
edited to ensure it aligned with information on the screen.  
 If you are not confident aQG\RXGRQ¶WOLNHZULWLQJZRUGVLWLVHDVLHUWR
 say it and record the voices (Fiona, young person). 
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Communicating emotions was often complex and the young people believed 
that images were more meaningful in this regard than a written or purely oral 
narrative. The use of relatively simple text and music to convey emotion is not 
commonplace in adult-centred decision-making forums, but is consistent with 
\RXQJSHRSOH¶VGDLO\H[SHULHQFHVRIPRELOHSKRQHVVRFLDOPHGLDDQG\RXWK
culture. Such visual and auditory features may be particularly useful in 
overcoming some of the barriers experienced by young people with disabilities 
RUZKHUH(QJOLVKLVQRWDILUVWODQJXDJH$\RXQJSHUVRQZLWK$VSHUJHU¶V
syndrome stated: 
6RPHWLPHVLW¶VWKHWRQHRIYRLFHVRPHWLPHVSHople think I am angry 
ZKHQ,DPWU\LQJWRPDNHDMRNH,W¶VWKH$VSHUJHU¶VV\QGURPH,WKLQNLW
ZLOOKHOSSHRSOHOLNHP\VHOI>«@ZKRDUHQHUYRXVLQDPHHWLQJ>«@,JRW
really worked up at meetings and I was not able to get my point across at 
times, but if it was with pictures or music or whatever, that would help. 
(James, young person). 
The process of co-constructing and editing the digital story gave valuable 
IHHGEDFNDQGOHDUQLQJRSSRUWXQLWLHVDERXWWKHµVHOI¶LQWHUPVRIFRJQLWLYHDQG
emotional development. For some young people this might have been 
information about how they present to camera or more complex matters such as 
how they understand and remember traumatic events.  
Young people strongly argued that the digital story should be watched by adults 
several days in advance of the meeting and also at the start of the meeting 
(interestingly, all indicated that they always spoke last at their meetings). 
Preparing the adults in this way was an attempt to increase the attention and 
time given to listening to the young person. 
 :KDW,KDWHDERXWSDQHOVLVWKDWWKHµKDYH\RXUVD\IRUP¶LVDWWKHEDFN
 >RIWKHVRFLDOZRUNHU¶VUHSRUW@DQG\RXRQO\KDYHDFRXSOHRIPLQXWHVWR
 VSHDNDQG\RXDUHDOZD\VWKHRQHWRFRPHODVW,GRQ¶WILQGWKDWYHU\IDLU
 (Kristina, young person). 
A video of approximately five minutes was deemed to be practical in terms of 
viewing time and ensuring a focussed story.  
Discussion 
7KHGLJLWDOVWRU\FUHDWHGE\WKH\RXQJSHRSOHLQFRUSRUDWHGWZRRI)LWFK¶V
story types: family and personal. These story types suggest that when given the 
appropriate means, young people are able to communicate personal information 
that will be of value for child care meetings. Using co-production with digital 
storytelling as a potential way of preparing a young person for a decision 
making forum reveals two dominant themes: the young people choose to work 
together and they wanted to learn. The impact of storytelling on practice is to a 
15 
 
large extent dependent on whether or not professionals listen and act upon a 
\RXQJSHUVRQ¶VVWRU\7KHSURFHVVRIVWRU\WHOOLQJXVLQJDFR-production 
approach gives young people an opportunity to prepare and present information 
about their lives in a way that that is quite different from the existing method of 
completing a paper-based or online feedback form. The role of adults as 
collaborators in this process is central if young people are to be empowered to 
become educators in decision making forums. 
 
Repositioning the young person as an active educator 
A theoretical framework which incorporates the concepts of Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD) and scaffolding, from the social constructivist tradition, 
can illuminate the way a co-productive approach to storytelling can reposition 
the young person from information-giver to active educator of adults. It may 
also offer conceptual direction in addressing some of the previously mentioned 
tensions inherent in co-production with young service users (e.g. role confusion, 
low confidence, power imbalance between young people and adults). Vygotsky 
(1978) refers to the ZPD as the change brought about in a learner when 
supported by a more experienced or knowledgeable individual(s). Scaffolding is 
DUHODWHGWHUPGHYHORSHGE\:RRGHWDODQGUHIHUVWRWKHLQGLYLGXDO¶V
role in guiding or directing the learner. There is a general consensus that the 
ZPD is linked to scaffolding, however, these concepts have been interpreted and 
applied to educational settings in a variety of ways (Verenikina, 2003). 
Traditionally, scaffolding assists in helping the child to gain knowledge which 
the adult already possesses, whereas a co-productive approach uses scaffolding 
to create a new and shared understanding. This requires adults to support the 
process and recognise their knowledge is incomplete in terms of solving the 
problem.  
Co-production in storytelling emphasises scaffolding in a symmetrical 
interaction. That is, the adults used exploratory dialogue rather than relying on 
giving direction, the latter being asymmetrical scaffolding. Symmetrical 
scaffolding enables the young people to develop an understanding of 
storytelling which is not defined or conceptualised by the adults. Achieving the 
new knowledge within the peer group enhances understanding of the self via the 
VWRU\WHOOLQJ7KLVUHIOHFWV%UXQHU¶VµYLFDULRXVFRQVFLRXVQHVV¶ZKLFK
according to Fernandez at al. (2001), does not require a prior understanding of 
the problem and solution. This will be particularly useful in freeing up young 
people to engage in storytelling without feeling they first have to know the 
nature of the problem or its resolution and might also explain why the story was 
constructed around a dilemma. The findings in this project suggest that co-
16 
 
production in storytelling can enhance peer learning without a reliance on adult 
direction.   
Using co-production for storytelling can incorporate the solution to a problem 
which young people previously struggled to identify. This represents a 
measurable influence of the ZPD in the collective learning of a symmetrically 
interacting group. The role of peer learning in co-production suggests that 
cultivating a ZPD can be particularly important in preparing young people for 
child care meetings. Yet, none of the young people had ever experienced any 
formally supported peer learning when preparing for their child care meetings. 
Constructing a story gives peer learning a sense of purpose because there is a 
tangible outcome for the young person as an individual and as part of a group, 
which is very different from the arguably adult- centric written forms often used 
in meetings. This is reflected in the findings of Lenette et al. (2105) in that the 
process of interaction and creativity of digital storytelling is just as important as 
the final product or outcome. Decision making forums might have to give more 
FUHGHQFHWRWKHSURFHVVRIVXSSRUWOHDGLQJXSWRD\RXQJSHUVRQ¶VDWWHQGDQFHDW
a meeting, especially when the young person is to convey a potential solution to 
a specific problem. 
Storytelling has a particular value in collaborative learning because the 
scaffolding comes from both the storyteller and the elements of the story. The 
storyteller was highly effective in engaging with the young people, but once 
individuals began to develop an understanding of the elements of the story (e.g. 
protagonist, dilemma), they were able to co-construct their own story with 
LQFUHDVLQJO\OHVVVXSSRUW,WZDV\RXQJSHRSOH¶VLQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIWKHVWories that 
enabled key elements to be identified and used in their own story. For Mercer 
(2000) it is the ability of the child to carry out a task in a competent way, not 
possible prior to the collaborative support, which qualifies as scaffolding- and 
this is what young people experienced in the co-productive process.  
Storytelling is therefore, not simply a means of relaying information, but rather 
a lever which shifts the young people to a new level of understanding. This new 
level followed a process involving problem exploration, experimentation and 
story construction with varied support from adults. Whilst it did not happen in 
this project, a co-SURGXFWLYHDSSURDFKWRWKHGDWDFROOHFWLRQRISDUWLFLSDQWV¶
experiences might contribute further to the young SHRSOH¶VQHZOHYHORI
understanding for all involved. The scaffolding of adult influence should be 
aimed at enhancing the autonomy and independence of the young people in the 
co-production process. Any temptation by adults to dominate or provide 
solutions, should be tempered by the realisation that engaging with the 
frustrations inherent to co-production within a context of storytelling is likely to 
equip young people cognitively and emotionally to prepare more fully for a 
child care meeting.  
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Limitations to the study 
As with any small-scale exploratory study, some caution is necessary when 
interpreting the findings given the number of participants involved. Whilst the 
perceptions and experiences of participants in relation to being heard in formal 
decision-making forums aligns with findings from other studies (e.g. ScotCen 
Social Research, 2014) it is not clear if the storytelling content, structure and 
process might be replicated by other groups of young people. The young people 
were self-nominated via a national advocacy and support service, hence their 
enthusiasm and pro-activeness might be less apparent in the wider population of 
accommodated young people. Indeed, the approach examined in this article 
would not be suitable for those young people who genuinely want to opt out of 
decision-making forums entirely; however, the use of digital methods provides 
DJUHDWHUILWZLWK\RXQJSHRSOH¶VHYHU\GD\H[SHULHQFHDQGWKHUHIRUHZLOOPRUH
likely appeal to at least some who would otherwise be disinterested. 
Fundamentally, the relational context within which young people are 
encouraged and (where relevant) supported to engage in a digital storytelling 
approach is central. The myriad ways this element can and should be 
incorporated should be part of the co-productive process and will warrant 
further consideration in subsequent research. 
With regards to storytelling the interpretation of personal experiences by young 
people and adults make it a subjective activity and it is difficult to know if 
young people understand the full complexity of their experiences and the extent 
to which they might tell adults what they want to hear rather than their own 
story. Similarly, whilst the adults in this study tried not to influence the co-
production process in relation to storytelling, there may be unintentional bias 
and pressure exerted upon young people that distorts the findings. Finally, the 
use of co-production might be well-intentioned, but considered from a broader 
perspective, its focus is at the individual level and is less likely to significantly 
impact the wider structural disadvantage and stigma associated with young 
SHRSOH¶VDFFRPPRGDWHGVWDWXV 
 
Policy and practice implications and conclusion 
 
Despite national and international variations in welfare systems and support for 
DFFRPPRGDWHG\RXQJSHRSOHFKLOGUHQ¶VULJKWVDQGVWRU\WHOOLQJDUHUHFRJQLVHG
within many cultures and countries.  The value of listening to service users in 
social work as a means of empowerment is also well documented (e.g. Nellis, 
2002) and it is a central tenet of digital storytelling using co-production with 
young people. Co-production remains subject to debate and future research that 
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includes a comparison with other approaches to digital storytelling with young 
people will be particularly useful. An appreciation of µlocal contexts and 
H[LVWLQJLQHTXDOLWLHV¶ZLOOEHQHFHVVDU\LQKDUQHVVLQJWKHSRVLWLYHSRWHQWLDORI
digital technologies for children, both in the UK and globally (Livingstone et 
al., 2017, p.137).    
 
Co-production does appear to be particularly effective in allowing young people 
WRUHIOHFW([SHULHQWLDOOHDUQLQJWKHRU\HJ.ROEVXJJHVWVWKDWLW¶VQRW
enough for people to simply have an experience, because the learning will not 
develop unless tLPHLVDOVRVSHQWUHIOHFWLQJRQWKHH[SHULHQFH<RXQJSHRSOH¶V
experience of preparation and support prior to attending a child care meeting 
should be viewed as a measure of the quality of care, and prioritised to the same 
level as the more objective indicDWRURIµDWWHQGDQFH¶DWPHHWLQJV,WLV
disingenuous for adults to expect accommodated young people to share personal 
information without sufficient support, and existing policy and practice might 
be inadvertently silencing many young people at the meetings where key 
GHFLVLRQVDUHPDGHDERXWWKHLUIXWXUH,I/XQG\¶VFRQFHUQVRYHUWRNHQLVP
in child care are to be avoided, policy and practice has to reposition young 
people from information-givers to active educators. This will require additional 
resources within a strengths-based approach (e.g. Saleebey, 2002) where young 
SHRSOH¶VULJKWVDUHLQWHJUDOWRWKHSURFHVVOHDGLQJXSWRDIRUPDOPHHWLQJ
Digital storytelling might also be useful in other social work settings. Within 
criminal justice, for examplHLWFRXOGVXSSRUWSULVRQHUV¶FRQWULEXWLRQVDWSDUROH
meetings. Similarly, in the field of community care, digital storytelling could 
allow vulnerable adults to be heard at meetings- attended only by professionals- 
where decisions are made about resource allocation and individual service 
provision. Some of the ethical and organisational barriers, as noted by Campbell 
and Vanderhaven (2016), might be particularly prominent when attempting to 
implement co-production within the highly regulated fields of child care and 
criminal justice. Nevertheless, emerging technology presents exciting 
opportunities for policy makers and practitioners to overcome certain barriers 
and offer a co-productive approach to digital storytelling as a means of 
involving those most excluded in society, and at a time when key decisions are 
made about their lives. 
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